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Abstract: The growing diversity in schools in the United States resulting from the rising number
of English learners (ELs) has put more pressure on both children and teachers. Teachers are faced
with the challenge of meeting the educational needs of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD)
learners, including the unique needs of CLD children with academic delays or disabilities. As early
as preschool, many ELs are performing academically lower than their monolingual peers in literacy,
and the gap can be even greater for ELs identified as having a delay or disability. However, providing
explicit phonological awareness interventions in the child’s native language may help improve
English reading outcomes and mediate the negative effects on reading achievement attributed to
limited English proficiency. This intervention study looked at how a phonologically based emergent
literacy intervention provided in Spanish to four EL preschoolers affected their emergent literacy
and phonological awareness outcomes in English and Spanish. All of the children increased their
overall emergent literacy and phonological awareness skills in both English and Spanish. The findings
indicated that all four children showed some increase in English phonological awareness skills in both
syllable segmentation and letter sound knowledge, while sound isolation and sound segmentation
demonstrated mixed results across participants.

Keywords: early intervention; English language learners; Spanish; phonological awareness;
emergent literacy

1. Introduction

About 12 million children in the schools in the United States (US) are considered as having
a limited English proficiency, designating them as English learners (ELs) [1]. Due to this growing
diversity, teachers are now faced with the additional challenge of meeting the educational needs
of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) learners, including those with academic delays and
disabilities. Likewise, ELs are tasked with learning academic content while simultaneously learning
English, which may result in many ELs experiencing more barriers to learning than other children [2].

The achievement gap for ELs is a real and persistent problem in schools across the United States.
As early as kindergarten, compared to monolingual students, only 17% of ELs’ scores are in the
average range on measures of language arts, math, and general knowledge. This gap continues
to widen throughout the elementary school years [3]. The continuation of the achievement gap
throughout school leads to higher dropout rates, with only 63% of ELs graduating from high school [4],
and contributes to ELs leaving school as early as eighth grade [5]. However, there is widespread
agreement in the field that effective early literacy instruction can minimize the long-term difficulties
ELs experience [6].

Teachers, unsure if an EL’s academic difficulties are the result of their limited English or a possible
learning disability, are hesitant to provide necessary intensive interventions [3,7]. This confusion is in
part due to a lack of intervention services in earlier grades. ELs who continue to struggle after third

Educ. Sci. 2018, 8, 175; doi:10.3390/educsci8040175 www.mdpi.com/journal/education

http://www.mdpi.com/journal/education
http://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-2029-9500
http://www.mdpi.com/2227-7102/8/4/175?type=check_update&version=1
http://dx.doi.org/10.3390/educsci8040175
http://www.mdpi.com/journal/education


Educ. Sci. 2018, 8, 175 2 of 12

grade tend to be referred more often to special education [3]. As a result, there is a tendency towards
the overrepresentation of ELs within special education [8]. Compared to the average of 9% of all US
children identified as needing special education services, some states reported as many as 17.3% of
their ELs as being identified as needing special education services [8].

1.1. Native Language Literacy Instruction

Theoretical and empirical evidence indicates that literacy development in the native language
promotes English literacy acquisition [9,10]. This finding is particularly true with languages that
have demonstrated cross-linguistic transfer [11]. Unfortunately, many Spanish-speaking children
enter school with lower literacy achievement than same-age monolingual peers, even in their native
language [12]. However, children who enter school with strong skills in their native language are
able to transfer those skills while learning English [11]. This cross-linguistic transfer occurs when
children access and use their knowledge from their native language and apply it to the new language
they are learning [13,14]. For example, children may use their understanding of letter-sounds of
their native language and apply them to letters of the English alphabet. Solid language abilities,
particularly in vocabulary and conceptual knowledge, in the native language are foundational for
stronger achievement in English in elementary school and beyond [12]. For children not exposed to
these concepts at home, language of instruction, particularly instruction in the primary language, helps
facilitate the acquisition of necessary vocabulary and conceptual knowledge.

Research has indicated that a strong foundation in a child’s native language is valuable for
acquisition of English [15]. In addition, there is considerable evidence that indicates that ELs enrolled
in bilingual programs achieve as well, or even better, than those in English-only programs [16]. Indeed,
explicit instruction in foundational skills in Spanish may assist children’s transition to reading in
English [13]. There is limited research on the use of native language instruction to support the growth
of English outcomes, and the research available has shown mixed results, with some studies showing
positive effects on English outcomes, for example, in the study by Vaughn et al. [17]. In general, studies
that used Spanish as the language of instruction and examined its impact on English outcomes found
that training in phonological awareness (PA) helps students make gains in Spanish. However, gains in
English were not as consistent in some studies, for example, in [18,19]. Additionally, research indicates
that children instructed bilingually for at least three years, beginning in kindergarten, made more
growth in language and literacy than those whose foundational education (preschool) was provided in
English [10]. This is also the case for ELs who are struggling with literacy, in that bilingual instruction
appears to benefit them even more than other ELs [20]. Unfortunately, children who were solely
instructed in English experienced attrition of their native language abilities [12]. Children with limited
academic proficiency in both their native language and English have fewer reference points from
which to pull from and learning to read becomes an increasingly more difficult task.

1.2. Emergent Literacy

Emergent literacy, as defined by the National Early Literacy Panel [21], are the skills young
children begin to develop as they become literate. These include print knowledge (concepts about
print and the alphabet), PA, writing (inventive spelling), and oral language (grammar, vocabulary,
and narrative). These skills help predict future reading achievement of ELs [22]. Although the statistics
for reading outcomes for ELs are daunting, effective literacy instruction that includes enrichment
of the native language can help children meet grade level expectations [22]. Numerous studies on
reading acquisition of ELs and emergent literacy development have been carried out, for example,
in [23]; however, as Chan and Sylva [24] point out, when it comes to how to best instruct young ELs,
the research has limited convergence. However, the evidence available does indicate that ELs with
difficulties in reading do seem to follow a similar path toward early literacy development to English
speakers [25].
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The research on emergent literacy has shown to be effective across settings and programs; however,
the research with ELs is limited [26]. As an example, a study with preschool children focused on an
emergent literacy intervention noted that the intervention group did better than the control group on
measures of emergent literacy by the time the school year ended, but as is typical of many studies,
ELs were not represented in the intervention group [27]. Hilbert and Eis [26] replicated the study and
included ELs and students with disabilities. Their intervention found that EL students and students
with disabilities in the intervention group did significantly better on measures of picture naming
and had significant increases in print knowledge and vocabulary, thus highlighting the benefits
of the intervention with these additional populations. The need to address the emergent literacy
difficulties of young ELs is made easier given that emergent literacy skills have been found to transfer
across languages [28]. The specific domains that transfer include PA, syntactic awareness, functional
awareness, decoding, the use of formal definitions and decontextualized language, knowledge of
writing conventions and story grammar, and meaning-making comprehension strategies [28]. By
strengthening these areas in the native language, ELs can be more prepared to learn to read in English.

1.3. The Role of Phonological Awareness

PA is an important component in reading development that focuses on children’s ability to
identify and manipulate units of sounds [21]. Research has found that PA is a foundational skill in
learning to read, not only in English, but in other alphabetic languages as well [13]. PA interventions
in English have been shown to have significant effects on young ELs’ PA and have better effects
than other interventions that focus on vocabulary or comprehension [3]. PA, alphabet knowledge,
and word recognition measures acquired at the beginning of first grade were predictive of reading
levels at the end of each grade level from first to third grade [29]. Additionally, research has shown,
in general, that the Spanish PA of young ELs strongly predicts their PA ability in English [30]. There
is also strong evidence that suggests PA skills transfer from the native language to English [31]
and that PA instruction in English supports the development of the skill in Spanish [32]. As a
study by Cardenas-Hagan and colleagues [13] found, students with limited English skills in letter
name and sound identification, PA, and oral language did better when their skills in Spanish were
strong. The language of instruction is also a predictor of Spanish word reading, decoding of pseudo
words, and English word reading; however, differences in ability to decode in Spanish and English
are accounted for by phonological processes [33]. Researchers have also determined that later PA
(segmenting and blending) was the strongest predictor for all measures of decoding, and earlier PA
(identifying rime and onset) was the second most significant predictor.

Even when provided with support in English, ELs further benefit from phonologically based
interventions [34]. Another study that compared interventions that provided PA training to second
graders with significant reading difficulties in contextualized and decontextualized formats also found
that the intervention groups made significant gains in PA and word identification skills [35]. Similarly,
ELs are able to catch up to their monolingual peers after PA instruction [36], and children with stronger
phonological abilities make better progress in literacy [37].

1.4. Purpose of Study

Although fewer ELs are placed into special education as a result of response to intervention
(RTI) [7], little research is available on effective interventions for ELs or the use of reading interventions
in the native language (for an example, see [38]). Providing explicit PA interventions in the child’s
native language may help improve English reading outcomes and mediate the negative effects on
reading achievement attributed to limited English proficiency. Therefore, this pilot study was designed
to determine how a short-term phonologically based emergent literacy intervention provided in
Spanish impacts children’s emergent literacy and phonological skills in Spanish and English. This
study addresses the following research question: Do Spanish speaking preschool ELs who have
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difficulties with emergent literacy improve their PA and emergent literacy skills in Spanish and English
when provided with small-group, phonologically based emergent literacy instruction in Spanish?

2. Materials and Methods

2.1. Participants

Four EL preschoolers (3 boys, 1 girl) were recruited from a family community center located in
a predominately Mexican immigrant neighborhood of a large Midwestern city. The center offered
Head Start services to children between the ages of three and five. Six Head Start teachers were
asked to nominate ELs who were at least 4 years old and who struggled with literacy skills based
on curriculum-based measures and professional judgment. The teachers identified children for the
study and sent home information about the study. A total of seven parents of 4- and 5-year-olds
nominated by the teachers indicated they were interested and agreed to have their child participate in
the study. The children were then screened to verify limited proficiency with the English language,
as determined by the English Pre-IDEA Oral Proficiency Test (Pre-IPT) and subsequent difficulties
with literacy with a score of 9 or less on the Preschool Literacy and Numeracy (PLN) performance task
(see Table 1). A score of 9 indicated the child was below mastery according to the assessment manual.
Two children who scored high on the PLN were determined to be ineligible. In addition, one child
who met eligibility criteria was withdrawn from the study prior to completion due to poor attendance.

Table 1. Children’s eligibility information.

Age PRE-IPT PLN

Ignacio 4.4 B 8
Ricardo 4.6 B 9
Manuel 5.5 B 9
Paula 5.6 B 0

Note: PRE-IPT = English Pre-IDEA Oral Proficiency Test; PLN = Preschool Literacy and Numeracy performance
task; B = non-English speaking.

2.2. Instruments

2.2.1. English Pre-IDEA Oral Proficiency Test (Pre-IPT)

The Pre-IPT is a standardized test that measures vocabulary, syntax, discourse, and pragmatics in
English [39]. It is used to screen a child’s English language proficiency. The assessment involves the
use of a picture board depicting a birthday party at a park. At each level, children are asked to respond
to more and more complex questions in English. Depending on the child’s level of proficiency, this test
can take between three and 10 min. The test–retest reliability of Pre-IPT is 0.77 [39]. Simple vocabulary,
such as being able to state their name and gender, is measured in Levels A and B, and children who
score at this level are designated as Non-English Speaking. In Levels C and D, children are asked more
complex questions and are expected to have lengthier responses. Children who score at these levels
are designated as Limited English Speaking. Finally, at Level E, children are asked to tell a short story
about going to a party. Children who score at Level E are considered fully English Proficient.

2.2.2. Preschool Literacy and Numeracy Performance Task (PLN)

The PLN is an educator-created performance task that the teachers in the district developed. The
PLN is used by all teachers in the local school district to determine mastery, or progress towards
mastery, of a state learning standard that focuses on the organization and basic features of print.
The PLN has the child distinguish between letters and numbers, demonstrate direction of reading,
and identify book concepts such as page turning. The 5-item performance task is administered
individually and takes five minutes to complete. All items are scored on a rubric with points ranging
from 0 to 3. One item, which focuses on print tracking and page turning, is scored from 0–6 points.
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Points are added together to get a final score with a maximum score of 18. No psychometric information
regarding reliability of the assessment is provided by the district. To be eligible for the study, a child
had to have a total score of 9 or less, which indicated a lack of mastery of the concepts as determined
by district guidelines.

2.2.3. Get Ready to Read! Screener (GRR)

The GRR is a brief assessment of preschoolers’ knowledge of emergent literacy that is needed for
successful reading later in their schooling [40]. The English and Spanish assessment contains 25 items
that ask the child to choose the answer to a question from among four pictures. In both versions, items
cover concepts about print (e.g., which picture shows the name of the cereal?), letter knowledge, and
early writing (13 items in English; 10 items in Spanish), while the remaining items assess PA (12 items
in English; 15 items in Spanish) [40]. Items on the Spanish version were similar to the English version
but took into account language differences and were not just direct translations. Children scoring
between zero and six points are said to have very weak skills; those who score between 21 and 25 have
very strong skills. Reliability of internal consistency for the GRR is reported as an overall alpha of 0.78
for the English screener and 0.76 for the Spanish screener [40]. Each version of the GRR took 10 min to
individually administer and were completed at pretest and posttest.

2.2.4. Prereading Inventory of Phonological Awareness (PIPA)

This English inventory looks at six areas of PA: rhyme awareness, matching two pictures
that rhyme, alliteration awareness, matching two pictures with the same initial sounds, syllable
segmentation, breaking up a word into syllables, sound isolation, isolating initial sounds, sound
segmentation, segmenting words into individual phonemes, and letter-sound knowledge, identifying
the letters or sounds of the alphabet [41]. The inventory was administered at pretest and posttest
to each child individually, with each subtest taking about five minutes to administer, for a total of
30 min. Each subtest has 12 items, except for the letter-sound knowledge subtest, which has 32 items.
Scores on the subtests are typically reported as percentiles, with emerging/below basic level in the
0 to 29th percentile, basic level between the 30th and 69th percentile, and proficient level in the 70th
to 99th percentile [41]. Test–retest reliability for each subtest is as follows: rhyme awareness = 0.80,
syllable segmentation = 0.67, alliteration = 0.83, sound isolation = 0.94, sound segmentation = 0.83,
and letter-sound knowledge = 0.97 [41].

2.2.5. Fluidez en la Segmentacion de Fonemas (FSF)

This Spanish phonemic awareness assessment determines a child’s skill to segment one-, two-,
and three-syllable words [42]. Words are presented orally, and children are asked to say the individual
phonemes for the word. For example, for the word “gato” the child would say /g/ /a/ /t/ /o/.
Points are given for each phoneme produced correctly [39]. Students who achieve 15 points or more
are considered to have a low risk of reading difficulty, while students who score less than 14 points are
considered at risk. Alternate-form reliability is reported as 0.65 for this measure [43]. The FSF was
administered individually at pretest and posttest, with each administration taking a minute.

2.3. Procedures

Participation in this study involved a two-step process; consent and then screening. After the
Institutional Review Board of the University approved the study, recruitment for participants began.
Once parents signed the permission form and the child agreed to participate, then an eligibility session
was scheduled. The eligibility session took 25 min per child and resulted in two children not qualifying
due to high scores on the PLN. Five children qualified and participated in the intervention; however,
one child was withdrawn from the study due to poor attendance (more than six absences).

Pretest data was obtained on two different days, with each individual session lasting 30 min.
On the first day, children started with the English version of the GRR and completed PIPA subtest
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1 through 3. The last three subtests of the PIPA were administered on the second day, as was the
Spanish version of the GRR. The FSF was administered at the first intervention session. Posttest data
was obtained over two days after the completion of the intervention. All data was collected by the
researcher and data results are found in Tables 2 and 3.

Table 2. Pre- and posttesting for Get Ready to Read!

English Spanish

Pre Post Change Pre Post Change

Ignacio ER 6 8 +2 7 7 0
PA 3 5 +2 7 9 +2

Total 9 13 +4 14 16 +2
Ricardo ER 9 9 0 7 8 +1

PA 3 7 +4 7 9 +2
Total 11 16 +4 14 17 +3

Manuel ER 5 9 +4 3 6 +3
PA 5 6 +1 9 9 0

Total 10 15 +5 12 15 +3
Paula ER 4 3 −1 1 3 +2

PA 4 4 0 8 8 0
Total 8 7 −1 9 11 +2

Notes: All scores are reported as raw scores; ER = emergent reading; PA = phonological awareness.

Table 3. Pre- and post-testing for PIPA.

Rhyme
Awareness

Syllable
Segmentation

Alliteration
Awareness

Sound
Isolation

Sound
Segmentation

Letter Sound
Knowledge

Ignacio Pre 2 0 2 0 0 0
Post 5 8 4 0 0 2

Change +3 +8 +2 0 0 +2
Ricardo Pre 3 3 2 0 0 1

Post 2 7 2 0 2 2
Change −1 +4 0 0 +2 +1

Manuel Pre 1 1 4 0 0 0
Post 3 7 4 1 0 2

Change +2 +6 0 +1 0 +2
Paula Pre 3 6 3 4 0 0

Post 4 8 3 2 3 2
Change +1 +2 0 −2 +3 +2

2.3.1. Intervention

Children were placed into two small groups by order of their eligibility. Twelve 25-min sessions
were conducted for three consecutive days over a four-week period with each of the groups. Two of the
children completed all the sessions, and two completed 11 sessions over the course of the intervention.
During each session, which followed a similar structure each time (see Table 4 for sample lesson plan),
children were engaged in literacy activities in Spanish that revolved around a storybook. Four books
were used (one per week): Sali de Paseo [44], El Canguro Tiene Mama? [45], A Sembrar Sopa de
Verduras [46], and Como Crece Una Semilla [47]. Sessions began with recitation of the alphabet song in
Spanish, followed by eight minutes of interactive PA activities. The phonemic awareness activities were
designed to help increase students’ awareness of sounds. This is consistent with research indicating
that PA interventions are helpful for students, since they lead to decoding [48]. Although PA was
the prior focus of the intervention, other activities were included during the session as part of the
phonologically based emergent literacy intervention. Thus, two vocabulary words were introduced on
the first day of each intervention week that were related to the book. Children engaged in vocabulary
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work for 5 min by finding examples of the word, drawing pictures about the word, and dictating
sentences about the word. Shared storybook reading activities followed for about 8 min. Sessions
concluded with individual PA progress monitoring while other children engaged with books. Each
intervention session was high-paced and children were actively engaged throughout.

Table 4. Sample lesson plan.

Story Book: El Canguro Tiene Mama?

Component Day 1 Day 2 Day 3

Phonological
Awareness

8 min

Warm-Up: The teacher and students sing the alphabet song in Spanish.
Rhyming: The teacher says a rhyming word pair and the students repeat it.
Blending Syllables: The teacher says a word with a pause between syllables, then says the
whole word. The students repeat the word with a pause in between syllables and then say
the whole word.
Initial sound: The teacher says a word, emphasizing the initial sound, and then says only
the initial sound. The students repeat the whole word emphasizing the initial sound, then
isolating it.
Segmenting: The teacher says a word and then uses hand motions to chop the word into
individual sounds. The students repeat the whole word and use hand motions to chop it
into sounds (sapo, pato, mesa, copa, diga, tubo, maya, rosa, milla, nube, boca, rico, silla,
sube, lado, taco, puma, duro, hago, amor, mapa, lucho, mico, pega, sopa).

Vocabulary
5 min

*The teacher introduces the
words canguro (kangaroo) and
cisne (swan.)
*The teacher and the students
discuss the words.
*In their “word book”,
students paste the vocabulary
words and draw a picture.

*The children look for
examples of the words in
their storybooks.

*The students use the
vocabulary words in a
sentence.
*The teacher writes the
sentence for the student.

Shared Storybook
Reading

8 min

*The teacher introduces the
book using a picture walk.
*The teacher discusses the
author, illustrator, front cover,
and back cover of the story.
*The teacher and the students
discuss the pictures and what
the students think the story
will be about.
*The teacher reads the story.

*The teacher reads the
story. The students
echo-read.

*The students retell the
story to the teacher.

Progress
Monitoring

4 min
The teacher checks on each individual student’s progress.

2.3.2. Data Analysis

Due to the small sample size, pre- and posttest results were analyzed using descriptive statistics
instead of more advanced and inferential analyses and calculations.

3. Results

3.1. Pre- and Posttests

On the GRR Spanish assessment (see Table 2), all the children increased their total scores on
average by 2.5 points (out of 25 points), with most children showing growth on the emergent literacy
subscale of the assessment. The GRR English assessment showed growth for all the children except
one. For children who did improve their total score, the increase from pretest to posttest averaged
4.33 points, with three children showing growth in PA and two in emergent literacy. Growth on the
PIPA (see Table 3), which was administered in English, depended on the subtest, with all children
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showing growth on the syllable segmentation, with an average of 5 points (out of 12) across the
children. In addition, all children also showed gains on the letter sound knowledge, with an average
of 1.75 points’ growth (out of 32). On the other subtests, results varied by child, with three children
showing growth on rhyme awareness and two children improving their sound segmentation. However,
only one child showed improvement on alliteration or sound isolation. As far as the FSF, which was
administered in Spanish, all the children scored a zero at the start of the intervention. Afterward,
two children demonstrated growth with an average of 5.5 points, while the other children showed
no growth.

3.2. Ignacio

Ignacio was a 4-year-4-month-old Latino preschooler who was instructed in a general education
classroom in Spanish by a bilingual teacher. There were two aides in the room, both of which were
bilingual. Posttests indicate that he made gains in his emergent literacy and PA abilities. During the
pretest, Ignacio had difficulty identifying parts of a book, sounds, rhyming, and functions of print.
During the posttest, in English, he was able to identify letters, the letter that says /s/, identify the
picture that rhymes with ball, and identify the back of the book, thus increasing his score by four
points. In Spanish, Ignacio’s PA also grew, particularly in rhyme awareness, syllable segmentation,
alliteration, and letter sound knowledge (see Table 3). Ignacio did not show growth in sound isolation
or segmentation. Ignacio had difficulty identifying single consonant sounds/graphemes, such as in
fish and cake, vowels as in elephant, and a consonant cluster as in plane. In sound segmentation,
Ignacio had difficulty with one-sound-to-one-letter correspondence as well as one-sound-to-two-letter
correspondence. On the FSF, Ignacio showed no growth, but he was able to segment the words into
syllables; for example, when asked to say the sounds in mano (hand), Ignacio said /ma/-/no/.

3.3. Ricardo

Ricardo was a 4-and-a-half-year-old Latino preschooler who was instructed in a general education
classroom in English by a monolingual teacher. There were two aides in the room, both of which
were bilingual. Posttests indicate that he made gains in his emergent literacy and PA abilities. At
the pretest, Ricardo had difficulty identifying letter sounds, initial sounds, rhyming, blending, and
determining best forms of writing. At the end of the twelve sessions, Ricardo’s emergent literacy
in English had grown in both English and Spanish. On the PIPA, Ricardo made the most growth
in syllable segmentation (see Table 2 for scores). Ricardo continued to show difficulty with initial
sound identification and rhyming, but he was able to blend syllables together, identify initial sounds,
and determine what good writing looks like. Although the FSF showed no growth for Ricardo,
he did move from repeating the words spoken out-loud for the probe to breaking the words up into
syllables. This is a typical decoding skill for reading in Spanish and a precursor skill to individual
phoneme segmentation.

3.4. Manuel

Manuel was a 5-year-5-month-old Latino preschooler who was instructed in a general education
classroom in Spanish by a bilingual teacher. There were two aides in the room, both of which
were bilingual. At pretest, Manuel had difficulty identifying letters, words, letter sounds, rhyming
pairs, and in blending syllables. At posttest, Manuel continued to show difficulty with rhyming
and identifying best forms of writing; however, he did show growth in both English and Spanish
(see Table 3). The results of his PIPA indicate the most growth in syllable segmentation and rhyme
awareness. On the FSF assessment, he showed a growth of 8 points in identifying individual phonemes.
Particularly, he was most successful in identifying initial sounds and vowels found in the initial, medial,
or ending positions.
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3.5. Paula

Paula was a 5-and-a-half-year-old Latina preschooler who was instructed in a general education
classroom in Spanish by a bilingual teacher. There were two aides in the room, both of which were
bilingual. At pretest, Paula had difficulty with identifying parts of a book; identifying letters, sounds,
and words; and rhyming, as well as alliteration, initial sound identification, and segmenting words into
phonemes. At posttest, in English, she was able to identify initial sounds, rhyme, and identify some
letters (see Table 3). PA skills, as indicated by the PIPA, showed she was able to rhyme and segment
words into syllables, as well as some at the individual phoneme level, and identify some letter sounds.
She continued to have difficulty with alliteration, sound isolation, and identifying environmental print.
On the FSF assessment, Paula increased her score by 3 points. Paula could successfully identify /p/,
/s/, /f/, /b/, /v/, and /ch/ in the initial position. Twice, she was able to identify /s/ and /l/ in the
medial position.

4. Discussion

This study examined the use of native language to boost emergent literacy and PA skills of ELs
who were having difficulty with literacy. The intervention showed that a targeted intervention, even
for a short amount of time, can have a positive impact on children’s emergent literacy skills. The
findings support the importance of using systematic and explicit instructional routines, particularly
with children having literacy difficulties, regardless of their language status. Additionally, although
changes in scores from pretest to posttest were small, there were general gains over the four-week
span, which showed a positive trend. Short interventions, such as this one, may be of more value
to teachers who do not have access to interventionists. These types of short interventions allow the
teacher to increase the skills of a greater number of students, as opposed to a longer intervention with
fewer students.

It was not surprising to discover that the PA skill of syllable segmentation showed the most
growth across children, since many of the intervention activities involved segmenting words into
syllables. Likewise, when learning to blend and segment words, teaching sequences begin with
syllables, then move on to onset–rime, and culminate at the individual phoneme level. Hence, results
indicated that the children were beginning to master their ability to segment words, and possibly with
continued instruction, would be able to do so at the phoneme level.

The findings from this study are in line with previous research, particularly for the use of native
language instruction and its generalization into English [13]. It was interesting to note that 3 out of
4 children were instructed in a general education classroom in Spanish, but Ricardo was the only
child who was instructed in a general education classroom in English. Ricardo’s growth in both the
Spanish and English measures could indicate that the language of classroom instruction does not
necessarily hinder growth in a Spanish intervention. Additionally, the pre- and posttest results of this
intervention demonstrate the cross-linguistic transfer of Spanish PA skills to support the development
of phonological skills in English. For example, children were taught to break words into syllables
during the intervention, which they were then able to show with English words. Although previous
studies found mixed results for the use of native language instruction on English outcomes [17], this
study shows a positive impact on both the Spanish and English outcomes of the children.

Although the results of the FSF did not show growth, the children’s age difference may have
played a role, particularly since the FSF is used during the winter and spring benchmark of the
kindergarten year [49]. Both Ignacio and Ricardo were four years old when they participated in the
intervention and would attend preschool programming for one additional year. On the other hand,
both Paula and Manuel were five years old at the time and would be moving on to kindergarten
in the fall. Under the umbrella of PA, phoneme segmentation is a more difficult skill. As young
four-year-olds, Ignacio and Ricardo may have not yet had phoneme instruction, while Paula and
Manuel may have had instruction at the phoneme level in preparation for kindergarten.
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Implications and Limitations

The findings of the study are important for a several reasons. First, they demonstrate how even a
short intervention period is beneficial and promotes children’s growth in emergent literacy and PA.
Additionally, they show that native language instruction does not impede the development of English
literacy skills, and through cross-linguistic transfer, can help children develop an understanding for
literacy concepts in English. Also, targeting emergent literacy and PA can help children make gains in
skills that are foundational for later reading success. By strengthening the foundational skills, teachers
can help children ensure success in their reading development.

Finally, although the results are promising, there are a few limitations. The small sample size is
a limitation which makes it hard to generalize results to the broader EL population. Increasing the
number of students in a study such as this would help strengthen the results. Likewise, repeating
this study with older children using randomized-control trials could bolster the research base for the
use of native language instruction. Another limitation is the short time span between pretesting and
posttesting, since the students may have remembered the items from the pretesting session, and thus
done better on the posttest. To avoid this factor, alternate posttests should be used.
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